SERMON VIII. 


THE DAYS OF NOE. 

Et sicut factum est in diebus Noe, ita erit et in diebus Filii ho minis. 

As it came to pass in the days of Noe, so shall it be also in the 
days of the Son of Man. 

(Words taken from the 26th verse of the 17th chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel.) 


I. 

I have been trying to point out to you, dear 
brethren in our Lord, the resemblance which 
exists, as to many remarkable features, between the 
days in which we live and the days which, if our 
Lord be not a false prophet, will be at the end of 
the world immediately before His coming to judge 
the whole human race. You have seen, in the first 
place, that we live in the presence of a false popular 
creed, the influence of which is spreading every day, 
and is likely to spread further and further. This 
false creed, with those over whom it prevails, will 
certainly account for the strange feature of the last 
days which our Lord mentions, the indifference of 
the men of that time to the signs of His coming. 
It will account for that indifference, because it will 
destroy in their minds all the principles, doctrines, 
and feelings which could make them otherwise than 
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indifferent. Such a creed, whether it survive to the 
last days or not, is at least like that false belief 
which will then prevail. In the second place, you 
have seen that the present condition of the Christian 
populations throughout the world, taken as a whole, 
abundantly justifies the application to our own times 
of those mournful words of our Lord, in which He 
predicted that in the latter days there would be a 
great decay among the many of true Catholic and 
Christian charity. We tested this by the opinions 
and doctrines prevalent over large portions of the 
Christian world, whereby the necessity of Christian 
unity is denied, and in consequence of which a very 
large number of so-called Christian communities are 
paralyzed by that disease which is the special 
antagonist and death of charity—that is, the sin of 
schism. Again, we saw last Sunday that our Lord 
describes the political state of our own times in the 
very same words in which He described that of the 
last age of the world, when He said there were to 
be wars and rumours of wars, nation rising against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom. And, if any 
one of these features of the last days which are to 
be found in our own time strikes us as pointing to 
the conclusion that we may at any moment have the 
reign of the last persecution" the reign of Antichrist, 
and the final Judgment upon us, surely the combina¬ 
tion of these several features together points with 
still greater force to the same conclusion. There 
still remain more features than one of resemblance 
between our own age and the last, to which your 
attention must be drawn. I shall speak of one of 
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these to-day, and draw from its consideration one or 
two practical reflections. 

The first of these features of the last days whereof 
I have to speak, is one of which we certainly have 
a very strong and remarkable anticipation in our 
own time. I mean the absorbing and engrossing 
manner in which material pleasures and enjoyments 
hold the souls of the mass of mankind in captivity, 
dulling them and blinding them, as our Lord says 
of the men of His own generation, making their 
hearts gross and heavy, so that they have not the 
power, it may almost be said, to perceive the truths 
which God sets before them in His Church. In the 
passage from which the text is taken, our Lord 
selects two periods from the whole of human history, 
and He says that it shall be in the latter days as it 
was in those times. Those were times of great 
catastrophes, of great punishments of God upon the 
sinfulness of man, when the chastisement took men 
by surprise, because they were so engrossed in the 
enjoyments of life. It may be that the chief point, 
so to say, of the comparison in our Lord’s words 
lies in the suddenness of the chastisement, but still 
it cannot be without a meaning that He should have 
chosen these two periods for the purpose of His 
warnings to us. For the suddenness of the chastise¬ 
ment which will fall on the last generation of 
mankind will not consist in the absence of warnings 
beforehand, but in the dulness and blindness of men 
to warnings, however startling. Such dulness and 
such blindness, as we know well from Scripture, are 
the inevitable results of engrossment in temporal 
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and material goods, and when this engrossment is 
possible, then are its fruits possible, as we see in 
those times of which our Lord speaks. They were 
times of enormous degradation and licentiousness, 
but that degradation and that licentiousness were 
brought on by the fearful engrossment of those who 
were the subjects of God’s chastisements in the 
pleasures of the senses and the enjoyments of this 
world. The first of these two periods is that before 
the universal Deluge, and the second occurred in the 
days of Lot, when God destroyed the Cities of the 
Plain on account of their loathsome and unnatural 
sensuality. If these times have in common the 
feature of the entire unexpectedness of the calamity 
which then fell on men, they have also that 
other feature in common, of the excessive sensnal 
enjoyment of those who perished in these great 
catastrophes. 

With regard to the antediluvian world, there is 
this feature besides, that God undoubtedly warned 
the race of mankind that His judgments were about 
to come on them. It appears from the Scripture 
account that the ark took a hundred years to build, 
and that during that time Noe was a preacher of 
repentance. We know but little indeed of those 
marvellous days, when human life, as the Scripture 
tells us, was so long; but, if that were so, it would 
be quite enough to account for the forgetfulness of 
the things of God and of the soul, and for the 
extreme profligacy of which we also read of the 
antediluvians. Alas! so it is. If life in our days 
could be prolonged for twice or thrice its ordinary 
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span, it would more probably be for the greater 
misery than for the greater happiness of mankind. 
And when we are told, as we are sometimes told in 
Scripture, that God has shortened the days of the 
ordinary human lifetime, it is certain that He has 
done so in pity rather than in anger. Then also, 
the antediluvians seem to have dwelt in the very 
fairest regions of the earth, they seem to have been 
more full of natural knowledge and of acquired skill 
in the use of the resources of enjoyment and physical 
well-being than those who came after them, and it 
is very likely indeed that their numbers were not 
such as to cause that struggle for existence which is 
now the lot of the populations of so many countries 
of the world, in which the great enjoyment of 
the good things of the earth is not yet the free 
inheritance of the many. At all events, they were 
so fearfully and outrageously corrupt, morally and 
socially, that the sacred writer tells us of their 
wickedness being so great, that it made God repent 
in His heart that He had created them. Of such 
character was the population of the earth, or of 
those parts of it then inhabited by man, on whom 
the great destruction of the Flood came like a thief 
in the night. 

As to the other period and generation of which 
our Lord speaks, and to which in its heedlessness 
and unwatchfulness He compares the men of the 
last days, why need I speak? Sodom and Gomorrha, 
the Cities of the Plain—their very name is synony¬ 
mous with everything that is most foul and 
licentious, even to the degradation of our human 
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nature. The land in which they dwelt was one of 
unexampled beauty and fertility. We are told in 
the Book of Genesis, that “the country about Jordan 
was watered throughout, before the Lord destroyed 
Sodom and Gomorrha, as the paradise of the Lord, 
and like Egypt as when one comes to Segur .” 1 And 
as the Flood had been brought on by lust, so also 
was it with the destruction of these fair cities and 
their wicked inhabitants. Here, then, we find also 
these two features, immense material enjoyment and 
the most intense moral degradation. We are not 
told that the people of these cities were directly 
warned of the chastisement which they were bringing 
on themselves, but, at all events, they had had for 
some time resident among them a chosen servant 
of God, Lot, the sister’s son of Abraham, of whom 
St. Peter speaks as if he had been a witness to virtue 
and morality, “oppressed by the injustice and lewd 
conversation of the wicked, for in sight and hearing 
he was just, dwelling among them, who day by day 
vexed the just soul with ungodly works .” 2 So that 
if they had not a direct warning, they had the 
witness of a holy life among them to reproach them 
for their profound foulness of lust. And we may 
fairly suppose that if they were not warned by any 
more direct signs or predictions of their coming 
destruction, it was because they were so deeply 
engrossed in their sensuality as not to be capable of 
conversion, or of arousing, by any such means, as it 
is indeed the characteristic of men who are given to 
those enormous sins of lust, to be incapable of com- 
1 Genesis xiii. 10. a 2 St. Peter ii. 7, 8. 
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punction, and beyond the reach of the most startling 
warnings of Providence. 


11. 

Now I have already said that the direct point 
of the comparison drawn by our Lord, between 
the days of which we are speaking, and the days 
at the end of the world, lies in the unexpected¬ 
ness of the destruction which fell upon them, and 
which will fall on the men of the last days. But 
our Lord’s description points also to the resemblance 
in moral and social matters which shall be found 
between these periods. For He describes them in 
His own merciful way, as eating and drinking, and 
marrying and giving in marriage, that is, as being 
occupied in the ordinary enjoyments and rejoicings 
of this world, without a fear of the coming Judgment. 
And we know from experience that, when men do 
these things which our Lord names without any 
thought of God and of His laws, they indulge in 
every sensual pleasure and lust without remorse or 
fear. And what is required to make any period of 
the world’s history like, in this respect, to the two 
periods here named by our Lord, is not so much 
that it shall be a period of loathsome sensuality, 
as that it shall be a period in which the common 
good things and enjoyments of life are all-engrossing 
to the majority of the population, and thus make 
them entirely heedless of Divine warnings and 
utterly unprepared for a doom which is hanging 
over them. 

And now, my dear brethren, let us look around 



172 


THE DAYS OF NOE. 


us, and we shall certainly find features in our own 
times which may at least prepare us for the state 
of things of which our Lord speaks. I am not 
about to say whether or no the men of our time 
are equal to the antediluvians and to the men of 
Sodom and Gomorrha in the extent of their un¬ 
bridled licentiousness. That may or may not be 
the case, though if it were true that we at all 
approached to the excesses of those days, it would 
be one of the most disgraceful charges that could be 
fixed upon us. For we live in the light of the pure 
doctrine of our Lord; we live when the work of the 
Church has been upon the world for centuries; we 
live with the example and character of Jesus and 
Mary before us, reflected to us from the lives of 
thousands and thousands of saints, men and women 
like ourselves. What is quite certain is, that we are 
far more luxurious than our forefathers, and that 
the possibility of an almost boundless luxury is far 
more nearly within the reach of the generality of 
men, than ever before since the introduction of the 
religion of our Lord into the world. This is, in 
great measure, due to the advance of our knowledge 
of the physical world and of the treasures which it 
concealed from those who went before us. If we 
ask ourselves in what chiefly has the progress of 
physical knowledge marked itself on the history of 
the human race, we are obliged to answer, in two 
things chiefly—in the multiplication of the powers 
of men to destroy one another, and in the multi¬ 
plication and generalization of the rrfeans of enjoy¬ 
ment. These are the chief uses which we make of 
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the revelation of the resources with which God 
has provided the world in which we live. We apply 
our knowledge to the comforts and pleasures of 
life. The treasures of the earth’s surface, the stores 
of metals and minerals, and the other gifts of nature 
to the several climates and countries of the globe, 
are at our command to a degree hitherto unknown. 
Earth and air and water contribute now to our 
enjoyments far more than ever before. Consider in 
a great city like this, how every portion of the world 
sends its contribution to furnish our tables, or to 
adorn our dwellings—fruits, dainties, rarities, what 
can we not have, almost for the asking ? The old 
satirists of Rome are full of the way in which the 
tables of the great gluttons of those times were 
supplied from every country known to the masters 
of the world, but we have a far greater command 
than they of the resources on which their luxury 
fattened. And, my brethren, I do not think that 
any Roman or Egyptian glutton in palace or villa 
the most luxurious of those days, gave himself more 
entirely to his enjoyment of what he had, in the 
spirit of those words quoted by St. Paul, “ Let us 
eat and drink, for to-morrow we die,” than do men 
and women in the midst of Christian England or 
Catholic France or civilized America. And if a 
creed such as that of which I have had to speak 
takes possession of men who can command so many 
of the gifts of nature of which their ancestors were 
ignorant, what can we possibly expect but that they 
will give themselves body and soul to sensual enjoy¬ 
ments, it may perhaps be with less of brutality and 
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grossness as to outward appearance than those old 
giants of sensuality, but still with the same entire 
absence of all check and control except that of what 
is possible to them and what is not ? And in our 
case there is this difference between the sensualists 
of the day and that of the old Roman Empire, that 
in those days the extravagance of indulgence was 
confined to the few, while the tendency of modern 
times is to open the door of physical enjoyments 
far wider than it has ever before been opened, and 
whole classes can now indulge themselves where 
before only a few here and there could do so. The 
decay of religion and the growth of the creed which 
tells men they have no God and no responsibility, 
go hand in hand with the growth of the facilities 
of gross enjoyment for the great mass of mankind 
in many countries of the world. 

And here also, my brethren, we have an evil bt 
a feature which is not likely in the course of time, 
taking into consideration the natural and probable 
succession of events, to grow less prominent, but 
rather more so. The popularization of physical 
enjoyments and luxuries by means of the progress 
of the age is a thing of which we are more likely to 
see rapid strides in advance than any retrogression. 
The advance has a natural cause which cannot be 
changed or checked, and which has its root in the 
increased knowledge of mankind of the gifts of 
nature and the powers of nature, all of which can 
be made to become the vassals of man in the enjoy¬ 
ment of his brief span of life. And all this is 
simultaneous with the rise in so many countries of 



THE DAYS OF NOE. 


175 


vast and crowded cities such as our ancestors never 
dreamed of, cities at once the centres of commerce 
and so of luxury, and also, alas! the seats of the 
deepest moral corruption. We shudder at the 
thought of what that corruption was which brought 
on the Cities of the Plain the vengeance of God, 
but comparing the probable population of those 
cities with what we know of the hundreds of 
thousands that are to be found either in or around 
a few great centres of modern life, such as London, 
or Paris, or New York, it is hard to think that in 
any of those great cities there is, day by day, and 
night by night, much less of foul offence to the 
Divine Majesty in the violation of the moral law 
which He has written in the heart of every child 
of Adam, than what would equal the accumulation 
of sin which brought on the Deluge, or devoted the 
Cities of the Plain to the fire which came down 
from Heaven. 

Now it is well for a moment to have dwelt on 
such a feature as this of the last days, and of our 
own days as well as of those. It is well, because 
here is a point as to which we may all contribute 
to the balance on the side of good, or on the side 
of evil. The men and women from whom we inherit 
the faith and religion of our Lord were men and 
women in few things more superior to those who 
have come after them than in the severity, the 
simplicity, the manliness and virtuous dignity of 
their lives. They rose early and ate and drank 
simply and sparingly, and were not afraid of heat 
or cold, they could brave the weather and live in 
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the open air, and their houses and their chambers 
knew nothing of the thousand so-called necessities 
of the men and women of our time. Their amuse¬ 
ments were manly and vigorous, their table was 
plain, their dress inexpensive, they could dance 
without danger to modesty, they conversed together 
without the chance of shameful anecdotes or innuen¬ 
does. When they were children they obeyed their 
parents, and did not expect to be petted and 
indulged in every whim and fancy, and when they 
became parents they watched over the purity and 
piety of their children. I need not draw the other 
side of the picture, for it is but too plain how we 
have degenerated from them. But I say, here is a 
matter not for the priest alone, or the religious 
alone, it is a matter for laymen and gentlemen and 
fathers and mothers of families, as they value their 
own souls, and the souls of their children, and as 
they will give an account of their responsibilities to 
the great Judge at the end of their time. Then 
they will be asked what they have done towards 
staying the plague of luxury and licence of manners, 
or whether they have been on the side of the 
increase of that licence and of the gradual declen¬ 
sion of virtue and morality in a land which still 
calls itself Christian. It matters comparatively 
nothing how far the world may at this moment be 
from the final victory of licence and immorality. 
What does matter to us, now and here, is this—that 
we should stand up in our generation for ancient 
purity, for frugality, and temperance, and virtue, for 
the holy discipline of the Christian home, for the 
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manly severity of life, which made those who are 
gone before us able to resist, as they did, the tyranny 
of the State and the civil and social proscription 
under which they suffered, in order to hand on to 
us the treasures and traditions of old Catholic 
manners. If we throw these to the winds for the 
sake of the pleasures and effeminacies of modern 
life, how far more guilty shall we be, how far more 
severely punished, than those around us, who have 
lived like animals in the use of all that is pleasant 
to the senses, believing meanwhile that they were 
no better than animals and no more bound than 
they to deny themselves any satisfaction—ignorant 
of God, ignorant of Jesus Christ, without the faith 
and the hope which might have been sufficient to 
give them courage to despise the things which are 
seen for the sake of the things which are not seen, 
to forego the momentary enjoyments of earth for 
the sake of Heaven and of eternity! 
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